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QUESTIONS:

How would the average citizen rate the following in importance on a scale of 1-10: (1...little, 10...great.)

· Completing the highest level of education possible...the pursuit of knowledge;

· Pleasure;

· Happiness;

· Arts;

· Entertainment;

· Preserving and protecting the environment;

· Owning a nice home;

· Rising above all your peers in your vocation;

· The ability to buy anything, at any cost, at any time;

· Owning your own business, employing many people;

· Building a significant personal net worth;

· Leaving an estate that will provide for your children when you die;

SCRIPTURE:
(Ecclesiastes 1:12-18 NIV)  I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem. {13} I devoted myself to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid on men! {14} I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind. {15} What is twisted cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot be counted. {16} I thought to myself, "Look, I have grown and increased in wisdom more than anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before me; I have experienced much of wisdom and knowledge." {17} Then I applied myself to the understanding of wisdom, and also of madness and folly, but I learned that this, too, is a chasing after the wind. {18} For with much wisdom comes much sorrow; the more knowledge, the more grief.

· What did the king set as a personal goal for himself in verse 13? (...Study and explore everything in the known world...)

· Would his parameters for study be considered a broad education by today’s standards?

· How much importance do we place on education today? (If possible, ask the group to defend their answer...if needed, ask some or all of the following;)

· “How do parents emphasize education?” 

· “How does our government emphasize education?”

· “How do employers emphasize education?”

· “How does a person’s peer group emphasize education?”  

· In the last part of verse 13, how did the Teacher begin his Summary Report of his educational pursuit?

· According to verses 14 and 16, how much was he able to complete? (“...All things” 100%)

· How would you put his assessment in verse 15 in your own words? (The world is in a twisted, scrambled mess...there’s appears to be no way to straighten things out.)

· Some think that if a person acquires enough knowledge, he/she will be happy and secure. What does the Teacher say about that in verse 18?

Was the Teacher saying education is wrong? No. 

He was saying he found that education as an end in itself does not lead to happiness.

(Ecclesiastes 2:1-3 NIV)  I thought in my heart, "Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good." But that also proved to be meaningless. {2} "Laughter," I said, "is foolish. And what does pleasure accomplish?" {3} I tried cheering myself with wine, and embracing folly--my mind still guiding me with wisdom. I wanted to see what was worthwhile for men to do under heaven during the few days of their lives.

· What was the Teacher’s next experiment in verse 1? (To see if pleasure was the secret to happiness.)

· Is it uncommon to find people today who think that pleasure is the key to happiness?

· Do you know the definition of hedonism? (Webster’s defines: The doctrine that pleasure or happiness is the sole or chief good in life.) 

· Can you think of any examples of this philosophy in our world today? (A vast majority of our advertising and marketing today revolves around the pursuit of pleasure or happiness.)

· How many of us would like to be known as a Psychological Hedonist?

· The theory of behavior and conduct known as psychological hedonism is defined as  “...the theory that conduct is fundamentally motivated by the pursuit of pleasure or the avoidance of pain.” Before knowing the definition, many of us might have bristled at the thought that we could ever be associated with such a vile sounding characterization; after hearing the definition, how many of us can honestly deny that we practice this theory occasionally...perhaps even regularly?

· Many of us know better than to try to live our lives by this type of theory; in reality, however, if we audited our recent prayer requests, how many of them were petitions for God to help us avoid some type of pain? 

How many of our prayers ask for some form of pleasure or happiness?

· What other vehicles did the Teacher try riding to happiness in verses 2 and 3? (Laughter and wine.)

· Many television programs and movies today are comedies. What comment does that make about the average viewer?

· According to verse 3, why was he drinking wine? (“I tried cheering myself with wine...” the same reason he was embracing folly and laughter.)

· Have you ever wanted to go to a funny movie or watch a comedian perform because you were a little down and wanted to take you mind of your problems for a little while?

· Have you ever had a drink...or two...or more, to get away from reality for a brief time?

· The problem with all three of these “solutions”...pleasure, comedy, wine...is that if their purpose is to help us escape, what happens when the vacation is over, when the movie ends, or when you sober up? (The things we were wanting to escape are still there; we still have to face them.)

Was the Teacher saying that all pleasure was bad? No. He was saying that he found the pursuit of pleasure as an end in itself does not lead to happiness.   

(Ecclesiastes 2:4-6 NIV)  I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and planted vineyards. {5} I made gardens and parks and planted all kinds of fruit trees in them. {6} I made reservoirs to water groves of flourishing trees.

· The Teacher built houses, planted vineyards, made gardens and parks, and built lakes to irrigate all the flora. Could we entitle this pursuit Architectural Digest? ...House Beautiful? ...Home and Gardens? 

· Do you know anyone who thinks that living in the Perfect House would make them happy?

· Do you know someone who waited years to build their Dream Home, then finally did...only to discover that dreams sometimes end in nightmares? (Some may not be aware that many happily married couples experience extreme marital stress during construction of their Dream Home.) 

· Regarding the gardens, parks, trees and lakes; what is today’s title for these? (The Environment)

· Is this a contemporary issue? 

· How many political candidates were asked to disclose their position on this issue?

· What chances for election would a candidate have if they expressed a lack of concern for the environment?

Was the Teacher saying building a dream home or protecting the environment was wrong? No. He was saying that as ends in themselves, neither lead to happiness.
(Ecclesiastes 2:7-8 NIV)  I bought male and female slaves and had other slaves who were born in my house. I also owned more herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. {8} I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem as well--the delights of the heart of man.

· The Teacher owned people...slaves, men and women entertainers, and what appears to be a harem of women. Lest we think that slavery is a part of our dying past, can you think of modern-day examples of men, (perhaps in the magazine business) who have had women surrounding them to meet their pleasures and lusts? How could people like this get away with treating people like meat? (Millions of other men paid handsomely through the years so that meat-brokers could pay high wages to the women selling their wares; aberrant behavior is not a 20th Century phenomenon! Neither is slavery truly a thing of the past...we simply adjusted the form!)  

· The teacher owned more herds and flocks than anyone in the history of the cattle and livestock industry; he also amassed the amount of liquid currency, gold and silver, that rivaled that of an entire country. The bumper sticker expresses the bottom line for many:    “The one with the most toys when they die wins.”  
(Ecclesiastes 2:9 NIV)  I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. In all this my wisdom stayed with me.

· What was the measure of the Teacher’s accomplishment in verse 9? (He was at the top of his class...unrivaled by his peers...no competition.)

· Have you ever heard it said that the greatest praise a person could ever receive in life was from their peers...or their adversaries?

(Ecclesiastes 2:10-11 NIV)  I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor. {11} Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.

· Verse 10...What did the Teacher want that he had not achieved, accomplished, or purchased? (Not one thing.) Also in verse 10...Was there some satisfaction in achieving, accomplishing, and owning all these things? YES. But...

· Verse 11...What followed the satisfaction he describes in verse 10? The same empty feeling he had before he started.

The book of Ecclesiastes troubles many of its readers...but why? If the Teacher had pointed out that prostitution, or murder, or greed, or being a drug dealer was a meaningless pursuit, all of us could have stood in thunderous applause, shouting “Preach It, Brother!” But! Those were not the topics of his exposition on Meaningless Living. The reason his writing is so difficult for us to swallow is that he wrote about the very things we pursue, the things we value, the things we hold in high esteem!   Are these things wrong? NO! Nor was that his point. His point was that often times, we lose sight of the things that are meaningful in our pursuit of the things that prove to be temporary, at best.

What are we to learn from his writing? His book was not inspired to be the only book in the Bible; rather, it is the one that raises all our subconscious and conscious questions about the Real meaning in life, and then pushes us into the rest of Scripture to find the Real answers. Are we to abandon the pursuit of all the things in our lives we discussed above? No. What we should do is keep the proper focus on these things as we press toward the  Real goal God has for those who seek Him.

In Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth, Greece, a church in a culture very similar to ours today, we read; “...those who buy something (should live), as if it were not theirs to keep; those who use the things of the world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its present form is passing away.”

In his letter to the Colossians, Paul writes; “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.”

We read in John’s epistle to the church at large; “Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world(the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does(comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”

What did John mean “Do not love the world”? Did he forget we still live here? 

Perhaps some words from Jesus, in His famous Sermon on the Mount will help: 

 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.

So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” (Excerpts from Matthew 6:19-33.)

Do you have the things in your life in their proper perspective?

QUESTION: Why do you think some people experience a mid-life crisis?
SCRIPTURE:

(Ecclesiastes 2:12-16 NIV)  Then I turned my thoughts to consider wisdom, and also madness and folly. What more can the king's successor do than what has already been done? {13} I saw that wisdom is better than folly, just as light is better than darkness. {14} The wise man has eyes in his head, while the fool walks in the darkness; but I came to realize that the same fate overtakes them both. {15} Then I thought in my heart, "The fate of the fool will overtake me also. What then do I gain by being wise?" I said in my heart, "This too is meaningless." {16} For the wise man, like the fool, will not be long remembered; in days to come both will be forgotten. Like the fool, the wise man too must die!

· In verses 12-14, the Teacher compares the different lifestyles afforded to the wise and to the foolish. Which did he decide was better in verse 13?

Many people, when asked about their spiritual condition...and eternal future, respond by saying, “Well, I’m not perfect!...but I’m not a bad person, either. I try to live a good life...do right by people...treat others fairly, don’t cheat on my taxes...” They have an intuitive sense that living right is the right thing to do...the wise thing to do. They agree with the Teacher’s words in verse 13, “...wisdom is better than folly...”

· In verse 14, the Teacher was about to brag about how much better it was to go through life “trying to do the right thing, trying to do right by people...” when suddenly, in the same verse he stops and said,

“But I came to realize the same fate overtakes them both.” Then in verse 15,

“...What then do I gain by being wise?”

· Now! Translate that to today: what do you suppose happens to a person today when they begin to realize that their philosophy of trying to do the right thing offers them the same destination as the person who lives by the philosophy of “Take care of No. 1...Only the strong survive...Survival of the fittest, Baby...It’s every man for himself!”? ie., if none of this religious stuff is real, why am I trying so hard to be a goody-goody?

Have you ever heard of a “mid-life crisis”? 

Consider a possible scenario...perhaps a man...going through this crisis. 

More than likely, his is a conservative lifestyle; wife, children, nice home almost paid for, station wagon, dog and cat, slightly overweight, under-exercised, stable job with the same company for years, active in church and community events...a pillar in the community, “certainly not perfect, but not a bad person, either...always tried to do the right thing, always tried to do right by people...” 

One day, without warning, he begins acting weird:

He comes home one day with a distant look in his eye, announces to his wife he is going to take off work for a few days...some of his leftover vacation days...and get away, by himself, to “try to find myself”. 

No one knows where he went.
After a few days, he came home (wearing new sunglasses and a tank-top shirt to show off the new muscles he was building at the Health Club) and calmly announced to his wife there would be some changes; he has accepted the sales position in his company...a great career opportunity with benefits, like traveling, (which he never was able to do as head of the accounting department); since he would be going back and forth to the airport so much, he rented an apartment closer to the office...(“By-the way, I came by to pick up some of my clothes since I’ll be spending most of my time at the new apartment now.”); he traded in the gas-guzzling station wagon for the new, red, convertible, 5-speed, sports car sitting in the driveway; he arranged for one of the other dads to take over as coach of the kids’ soccer team; he contacted the minister so he find replacements to teach the Sunday School class and serve as chairman of the finance committee; and “I’m not real sure whether or not I’ll be home this weekend...you know, new job and all...it’s hard to say how long I’ll be on the road...”    

Sound familiar?
· Where did our friend get off track? Probably at the same station that derails so many. The name of the station? Doing all the Right Things for all the Wrong Reasons.

· What do we mean? The Teacher said the person who lives wisely has the same destination as the person who lives foolishly. Is this true? Yes...if a person is trusting in their ability to live wisely and do the right thing, instead of God’s plan for righteous living.

(Psalms 49:10-15 NIV)  For all can see that wise men die; the foolish and the senseless alike perish and leave their wealth to others. {11} Their tombs will remain their houses forever, their dwellings for endless generations, though they had named lands after themselves. {12} But man, despite his riches, does not endure; he is like the beasts that perish. {13} This is the fate of those who trust in themselves, and of their followers, who approve their sayings. Selah {14} Like sheep they are destined for the grave, and death will feed on them. The upright will rule over them in the morning; their forms will decay in the grave, far from their princely mansions. {15} But God will redeem my life from the grave; he will surely take me to himself. Selah

· What does verse 10 say happens to everyone in? (Fools and wise men all die.)

· What do verses 11-13 say “...is the fate of those who trust in themselves...”?

· There is a different outcome available in verse 15 from the one in verse 11; what is it? How can we avoid the one in verse 11 (and Ecclesiastes), dodge the “Mid-Life Crazies” that result from the “Meaningless feelings that come from Living Right for the Wrong Reasons”, and achieve the destination in verse 15? 

(Philippians 3:4-11 NIV)  though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: {5} circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; {6} as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. {7} But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. {8} What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ {9} and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ--the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. {10} I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, {11} and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.

· In verses 4-6, what was Paul’s self-assessment of his ability, in his own strength, to do the right thing, to live wisely, rather than like a fool, according to the religious standards of his day? (He basically said, “If anybody thinks they are good...I am better.”)

· Yet, in verses 7 through 9, what does he say about the Net Worth of his ability to live the right way and do the right things? “I consider them rubbish...” [trash] Not too valuable, huh? The King James Version says his ability to live the right way better than anyone else he knew, was worth the same as dung...body waste! Pretty graphic evaluation! The Teacher... and victims of the mid-life crazies would probably agree with Paul.

· If that is the wrong way to live the right way, what is the right way to live the right way? Paul tells us both the wrong and the right ways in verse 9. What is the wrong way to live right? (By having a righteousness of our own...one that results from trying to live right.) What is the right way? (Through righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.)

· When we do this, what is the final destiny for us according to verses 10 and 11? (Resurrection from the dead, a different destination from the fool or the person who tries to live the right way in their own strength.)

For further study, (Galatians 3:1-5 NIV)  You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified. {2} I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what you heard? {3} Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort? {4} Have you suffered so much for nothing--if it really was for nothing? {5} Does God give you his Spirit and work miracles among you because you observe the law, or because you believe what you heard?

(Galatians 5:4-6 NIV)  You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. {5} But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. {6} For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.

BOTTOM LINE:

· Living wisely for no reason other than conscience, has left many short of a value system that will carry them through life. They look at others around them and think, “Why am I trying to be so good...I might as well enjoy life! Everybody ends up in the same place anyway when they die...six feet under!” Living the right way goes out the window, often a mid-life crisis results.

· God’s plan for wise living is first for us to understand we can never be good or live wisely enough to deserve anything other than death...the same destination as the fool. If we can’t, then who can? Jesus. When we believe in Him as our Savior from the death we deserve, we have what Paul called “...the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith...” that ultimately leads to “...the resurrection from the dead.”

· The Teacher was right: Being wise for the wrong reason leads the same place as being foolish. So was Paul: Being right for the right reason leads to eternal life.

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
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